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O verview  of th e Program

H our Ch ildren is a private, non-sectarian, non-profit organization th at cons ists of
several re s idential and non-re s idential program s s erving ch ildren and fam ilie s of fem ale
offenders, as w ell as th e offenders th em selves.  H our Ch ildren is notable both  for its
origins in ch ildren's services and for its continuity of services for m oth ers , beginning
w h en th ey are incarcerated at one of several institutions and providing h ous ing and
services to th em  along w ith  th e ir ch ildren upon release to th e com m unity.  "Ins ide"
services include parenting classe s , dom estic violence groups, em ploym ent preparation,
individual counseling, advocacy on parent/ch ild issues, and facilitation of vis its w ith
th e ir ch ildren.  M y Moth er's  H ouse, th e first of H our Ch ildren's program s, w as
founded in 19 86 initially as a com ponent of Providence H ouse, a New  York  re s idence
for h om eles s  w om en and w om en released from  prison. As th e different needs of th e s e
populations becam e clearer, H our Ch ildren w as form ed in 19 9 2 to serve offenders and
th e ir fam ilie s specifically.  A m ajor program  com ponent of M y Moth er's  H ouse w as
w ee k ly vis its to th e incarcerated parent.  Re s idential program s now  include:

◊ My Moth er's  H ouse I (a re s idence for ch ildren w h ose m oth ers  are currently
incarcerated);

◊ H our Ch ildren H ouse II (trans itional h ous ing and services for form erly incarcerated
w om en w h o are reuniting w ith  th eir ch ildren);

◊ H our Ch ildren H ouse III (w ork -release s ite for w om en and th e ir babie s  w h o w ere
part of Taconic's or Bedford H ills's Prison Nursery Program s);

◊ My Moth er's  H ouse II (for infants and toddlers w h ose m oth ers  are incarcerated and
fam ilie s w h o are reuniting); and

◊ H our Apartm ent H ouse I (perm anent h ous ing for fam ilie s w h o h ave succes sfully
com pleted H our Ch ildren's trans itional program s).



w ith  incarcerated m oth ers); H our Ch ildren Th rift Store and Furniture  Outlet and Food
Pantry (trained ex-offenders adm inister th e s e program s); and Counseling-on-W h eels
(bringing th erapeutic counseling services to form erly incarcerated w om en and ch ildren
in th e re s idences and th rough out th e five borough s of New  York ).

As a program , H our Ch ildren focused first on th e ch ildren, providing a stable h om e
environm ent for ch ildren w ith  a com m itm ent to facilitating regular contact betw een th e
ch ild and h is or h er incarcerated m oth er.  Th e program  expanded to address th e needs
of th e adult offender both  w ith in and outs ide th e institutional w alls, particularly as th ose
needs pertained to h er parenting role.  Despite s erving a com m on population, th is
developm ental path  h as led to a program  th at differs from  m ost corrections-based
m oth er-ch ild program s, w ith  a stronger em ph as is on stability and continuity for th e
ch ildren, les s  overt em ph as is on accountability, m onitoring, and public safety, and les s
form al relations h ips w ith  governm ental agencie s .

Program  Com ponents

Th e program s at H our Ch ildren are designed to be fairly fluid, w ith  re s idential
placem ents based m ore on age of ch ildren and level of fam ily support needed, rath er
th an on crim inal justice status.  Th e exception is  H our Ch ildren H ouse III (H CH  III)
w h ich  is  a w ork -release s ite, now  in its s ixth  year.  H CH  III can h ouse up to ten
w om en and th e ir babie s .  Th e H ouse is not e specially w ell-suited to older ch ildren, but
older ch ildren fre quently vis it and are treated lik e m em bers of th e h ouse h old.

In H CH  III, as in all H our Ch ildren program s, contact w ith  th e w om en is  initiated
w h ile th e w om en are incarcerated at Taconic Correctional Facility and Bedford H ills
Correctional Facility, m edium  and m axim um  security prisons, respectively, in th e
north ern suburbs of New  York  City.  W om en and th e ir babie s  are released to H our
Ch ildren w h en CASAT (th e state-m andated nine-m onth  drug program ) is  com pleted.
No additional screening is done for H CH  III because th e nursery program s screen
w om en for inclusion.  M ost w om en h ave been sentenced for drug offenses, and th e
screening proce s s  elim inates violent offenders, including perpetrators of ch ild abuse,
and w om en convicted of arson.

H CH  III provides ch ild care w h ile w om en are engaged in th e ir w ork  re quirem ents.
Th ere are plans to institute an Early Learning Program  in th e facility for babie s  aged



Sister Tesa, th e Executive Director w h o also m ak e s  h er h om e at H CH  III, m aintains
regular contact w ith  parole officers.  M onitoring of w om en to ensure com pliance w ith
w ork  release re quirem ents is  conducted prim arily th rough  daily contact in th e
h ouse h old.

H ealth  care coverage for w om en on w ork -release is provided th rough  th e  Departm ent
of Corrections.  W h en parole begins, m ost find acces s  to h ealth  care th rough  th e ir jobs
or th rough  M edicaid. W om en rem ain at H CH  III an average of s ix m onth s to a year.
Because H our Ch ildren does not contract w ith  th e  Departm ent of Corrections, it can
continue to provide services beyond th e w ork -release period. W h en residents are
cons idered stable and prepared, th ey can m ove to anoth er H our Ch ildren facility or out
on th e ir ow n. Referrals to th e program  com e m ostly th rough  th e netw ork  of volunteer
advocates w ork ing in th e prison, nursery staff, as w ell as from  ch aplains and oth er
prison-based staff.

Facilities

Four of th e five re s idential facilitie s  w ere form er paris h  convents w h ich  H our Ch ildren
rents and/or m aintains.  (Tech nically, th ey are still convents insofar as nuns still live in
th em .)  H CH  III is  a th ree-story building, w ith  h igh -ce ilinged, dark  paneled central
h allw ays and com pact, bas ic, but w ell-lit bedroom s off th e central corridors.  Each
bedroom  h as a s ingle bed, a crib, and a s ink , and staff dress up th e room s for
new com ers w ith  curtains and colorful linens.  Th ere is one bath room  on each  h all, w ith
m ultiple s ink s , s h ow ers and toilet stalls.  Th ere is  a com m unal k itch en, used by
re s idents, live-in volunteers, and th e th ree m em bers of th e Sisters of St. Joseph  for
w h om  H CH  III is  h om e.  Th ere are tw o large, w ell-e quipped playroom s on th e first and
second floors, a sm all ch apel for m editation and/or w ors h ip, anoth er sm all room  for
vis itors, as w ell as a first-floor office.  Th e office and th e front door h ave lock s, but
th ere is oth erw is e no security or surveillance in H CH  III.  Central agency offices are
located in a sm all building beh ind H our Ch ildren H ouse II and acros s  th e street from
M y Moth er's  H ouse I, about fifteen m inutes by car from  H CH  III.  M y Moth er's
H ouse II is  about 5 m inutes from  th e central office.

Funding, Resources, and Com m unity Support

Th e $700,000 budget of H our Ch ildren is funded entirely by foundations and private
donations. Th ere are s even paid staff, and four "staff"/volunteers/m em bers of th e



H our Ch ildren h as a board of directors th at conducts fundrais ing and oth er support
activitie s .  All board m em bers are re quired to h ave som e fam iliarity w ith  prisons
th rough  vis iting or volunteering before joining th e board.  Com m unity m em bers
provide donations to th e th rift s h op and food pantry.  Th e program s also rely on
com m unity connections to facilitate job placem ent, and identify sponsors for gifted or
special-needs ch ildren to attend private sch ools.  H our Ch ildren h as experienced no
com m unity oppos ition to th e ir program s.  Th e program  is  very m uch  a "h ands-on"
landlord for th e ir re s idences, and staff are h igh ly vis ible to m em bers of th e im m ediate
com m unity.

Program  Goals and Evaluation

Th e m is s ion statem ent of H our Ch ildren states: H our Ch ildren is com m itted to th e
com pass ionate and loving care of ch ildren of incarcerated w om en. Our outreach
includes support and em pow erm ent for m oth ers upon th e ir reunification w ith  th e ir
fam ilie s.  All persons are encouraged to live and interact w ith  dignity and re spect.

Th e goals of th e program  are to provide a stable h om e environm ent for ch ildren and
th e ir m oth ers .  Th e bottom  line, according to th e director, is  h elping m oth ers  stay out
of prison and rebuild th e ir lives.  Form al evaluation h as not been conducted, th ough  th e
director cite s th e follow ing as indications of succes s : no one on w ork  release h as
relapsed; only th ree w om en in six years h ave been rem anded to prison on th e w ork -
release program  becaus e  of em ploym ent is sue s; th e program  h as never h ad to do a
search  for drugs in any of th e re s idences (indicators of relapse are m onitored by staff
and oth er re s idents and disclosures are facilitated).  Of 75 M y Moth er's  H ouse
"graduates" (ch ildren w h o w ere cared for th ere), th e director reports th at m ost rem ain
in touch  w ith  th e program  and return for an annual h oliday party, and none h ave
"turned to crim e."

On a m ore individual note, Sister Tesa encourages re s idents to becom e les s  s elf-
centered and m ore intere sted in "giving back " and h elping oth ers  in th e re s idential
setting.  Experientially, sh e notices th at w h en th is  h appens, it is  a strong indication th at
th e program  participant w ill be succes sful.

Ch allenges



New  York  s h elter system  rath er th an rem ain w ith  th em , because th e s h elter system
provides th e only w ay to acces s  Section 8 h ous ing in New  York .  Finally, because th e ir
approach  to ch ildren and fam ilie s is  com preh ensive, anoth er ch allenge is resisting
trying to m eet all th e needs th ey see.

Lessons learned

Sister Tesa h ad th e follow ing advice to developing program s:

◊ Don't build on grants or oth er sources th at w ill only be available for th e s h ort term .
◊ Start sm all and personal -- w om en in th e s e s ituations don't need institutions.
◊ Prioritize needs.  You w on't be able to m eet th em  all.  Em pow er oth ers  to get

involved and m eet th e needs th at you can't.
◊ Alw ays rem em ber th e needs of ch ildren.
◊ Respect th at w om en need adult tim e and th ey m ay need to be taugh t h ow  to relax

and h ow  to tak e care of th em selves in h ealth y w ays.
◊ Keep expectations realistic and build in room  for failure.
◊ Com pass ion is  k ey!




